The elderly patient and informed consent. Empirical findings.
Informed consent with the elderly patient and the competency of this patient population have been neglected issues in medicine and law. Particularly, the competency of the elderly patient has received little empirical investigation. The present study examines the capacity of geriatric patients to consent to research participation. Competency is investigated through the use of hypothetical consent information on three dimensions: comprehension of consent material, quality of reasoning about the decision to participate or not participate in research, and reasonable choice regarding participation. The results indicate that elderly patients' choices about those projects in which participation is "reasonable" do not differ, by and large, from younger patients. However, the elderly show significantly poorer comprehension of consent information. Thus, screening for competency and providing special instructions may become an important part of the research process when the elderly are participants.